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EDITORIAL LETTER. 



To our Readers : 

The approach of Christmas, with its sacred as well as its con- 
ventional associations, always recalls the importance of the fact 
it celebrates. Never has the birth of Jesus had such a signifi- 
cance for the Christian thinker and teacher as today. Thanks to 
two generations of historical criticism, the days of uncertainty as 
to whether there ever was such a person as the Jesus of the 
gospels have passed ; the most thoughtful, scholarly Christian 
can now accept the historical basis for faith. Thanks also to 
the same untiring scholarship, we know more than ever before 
about the customs, the politics, the religious hopes and teaching 
of the time in which Jesus lived, and thus more than ever before 
are we able to appreciate the uniqueness of his character and the 
depth of his thought. He has become a certainty, and he is 
growing real. That he was the Son of God, that through his 
life and death God reveals himself to us as in no other way 
— this is what men feel more deeply and more confidently than 
ever before. The very concreteness, if we may use the word, of 
the presentation of his character now made possible ; the undog- 
matic way in which we now think of him ; the precision with 
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which we can distinguish his thought from that of even the great- 
est of the apostles — all these things, the gift of critical scholar- 
ship, make us appreciate him more and love him more. 

Yet the process in which a critical scholarship has thus given 
us back the Christ of whom uncritical speculation seemed once 
about to rob us has not been unaccompanied by struggle. The 
traditional theology, whether it be in books or in the air, from 
its very sincerity grows desperate as it scents the possibility of 
panic, and the emergence of today's faith has often been delayed 
by the conscientious efforts of men whom it really sought to aid. 
Out from this contest has grown a bitterness of feeling which is 
deplorable. We do not mean to say that the contest itself was 
without blessings : novelty very often gets mistaken for truth, 
and an investigator works more cautiously, perhaps more con- 
scientiously, when he knows that there are those to whom his 
new facts may bring consternation and even pain. Perhaps 
without the restraining influence of his opponent he might fol- 
low many a will-o'-the-wisp, and find himself at the end of his 
study less close to the great Fact of the gospel. It is not, there- 
fore, the discussion, or even the struggle, which we deplore, 
but the bitter words, the lasting enmities, the almost ineradicable 
misinterpretations with which it has been accompanied. Neither 
side is guiltless. Both alike, though thus contributing to a 
greater faith in Jesus, have lost something of the spirit of the 
Master. 

The thought of this struggle, in the memory of what Christ- 
mas signifies, prompts us to an irenicon — to recall to ourselves 
and to you the sweetness and tenderness rather than the severity 
of our Lord's life and character. Theologians quite as much as 
other people need kindliness, and the practice of constant self- 
examination in order to detect the approach of that odium which 
has, rightly or wrongly, been ascribed peculiarly to them. The 
most subtle test one can apply to one's self is this : Do I believe 
the man who differs from me is actuated by unworthy motives ? 
If our hearts here condemn us, may God forgive us ! It is far 
easier to have the tongue of fire than the heart of love. It is a 
short and easy way to victory in debate to brand one's opponent 
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with some name that sweeps in upon him the opprobrium of hon- 
est men. But to hold one's self in true Christian sympathy ; to 
practice Christ's teaching of reconciliation ; to refrain from the 
cutting word which may conquer, but not answer ; to cling in 
silence to God and truth and love, in order that when the cer- 
tain reconciliation comes one's opponent may have nothing to 
forgive— all this is but to carry the spirit of the historical Jesus 
into theological debate. The scholar must fulfil his Master's 
words in bringing forth things new and old, but he must also 
possess an earnestness that does not strive ; a consecration to 
truth that will not quench the smoking flax or break the bruised 
reed ; and, above all, he must have the love that does not puff up, 
that endures, and is kind. 

If Christmas means anything, does it not mean something 
like this to those of us who are struggling after that which seems 
true, whether it be new or old ? And may we not, should we 
not, whatever be the devotion with which we champion our own 
views and question the views of others, respond to the song of 
peace that heralded our Lord's birth ? 

The Editors. 



